The anti-inflammatory action of glucocorticoids is mediated by cell type specific regulation of apoptosis.
Glucocorticoids play a major role in attenuation of the inflammatory response. These steroid hormones are able to induce apoptosis in cells of the hematopoietic system such as monocytes, macrophages and T-lymphocytes that are involved in the inflammation reaction. In contrast, it was discovered recently that in glandular cells such as the mammary gland epithelia, hepatocytes, ovarian follicular cells and in fibroblasts glucocorticoids protect against apoptotic signals evoked by cytokines, cAMP, tumor suppressors and death genes. The anti-apoptotic effect of glucocorticoids is exerted by modulation of several survival genes such as Bcl-2, Bcl-x(L) and NFkappaB, in a cell type-specific manner. Moreover, up regulation or down regulation of the same gene product can occur in a cell type-dependent manner following stimulation by glucocorticoids. This phenomenon is probably due to composite regulatory cross-talk among multiple nuclear coactivators or corepressors, which mediate the transcriptional regulation of the genes, by their interaction with the glucocorticoid receptor (GR). These observations suggest that the anti-inflammatory action of glucocorticoids is exerted by two complementary mechanisms: on the one hand, they induce death of the cells that provoke the inflammation, and on the other hand, they protect the resident cells of the inflamed tissue by arresting apoptotic signals.